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Na Ala Hele Program Manager collecting trail inventory data on O`ahu 

 

PURPOSE 

 

Chapter 198D, Hawaii Revised Statutes (HRS), creates the Hawaii Trail and Access System, 

under the Department of Land and Natural Resources (DLNR). Pursuant to Section 198D-9, 

HRS, a report is required to highlight DLNRôs accomplishments in Fiscal Year (FY) 2019. 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

The Hawaii Statewide Trail and Access Program, also known as Na Ala Hele, was established in 

1988. Section 198D-2, HRS, directs DLNR to plan, develop, and acquire land or rights for public 

use of land, construct, restore, and engage in coordination activities to implement a trail and 

access system in Hawaii. The program is run by the DLNR, Division of Forestry and Wildlife. 

This report has four sections:  

  

1. Program Needs 

2. Program Summary 

3. Funding Sources 

4. Ancient and Historic Trails 
 

1. PROGRAM NEEDS  
 

According to the 2015 Hawaii State Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCORP), there 

are two areas regarding public hiking identified for improvement, (a) demand for more trails or 

access to mauka lands and (b) the need for trail facilities and maintenance. DLNR supports 

these goals and is dedicated to meeting the growing demand for statewide outdoor recreation, 

management, and expansion. Currently, LNR 804 Forest and Outdoor Recreation supports 

fourteen full -time civil service positions that work directly for the statewide Na Ala Hele Trail 
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and Access Program. 

 

Encouraging responsible public use of Hawaiiôs natural resources is part of the DLNRôs mission.  

There is a justifiable concern in being able to address and support the rising number of trail 

issues, many of which are associated with a significant increase in people wishing to access trails 

and the rise of social media. Keeping up with this demand is challenging with the resources 

currently available. However, DLNR is committed to providing safe outdoor recreation 

opportunities to the public. 

 

DOFAW has a current statewide inventory of 1440 trail-and-road features spanning 

approximately over 2500 miles. Due to budget and staffing limitations, the level of maintenance 

on these features varies. Some high-use areas, such as Manoa Falls Trail on Oóahu, require 

frequent staff visits to address various issues associated with trail management.  

 

Trailhead parking within small communities is a growing problem throughout the state. On 

Hawaiói Island, PololȊ lookout and trail has experienced a surge in interest in recent years, 

resulting in traffic congestion, and health and safety risks. 

Inadequate parking spots and no restrooms, results in 

vehicles parked throughout the highway and interfering 

with residential driveways.  

 

Locating suitable off -highway-vehicle (OHV) sites statewide that meet the needs of all OHV 

users, hikers, mountain bikers, equestrians, hunters, and dirt bikers is also a program challenge. 

Additionally, vandalism of signs and other infrastructure requires ongoing resources. Working to 

protect and expand legal access to trails and public rights-of-way is a high priority part of the Na 

Ala Hele trails program that requires specific legal and land disposition expertise. 

 

With the dramatic increase in trail use, intensified by higher tourism numbers and exposure from 

social media, DLNR has an obligation to address all the needs listed above. However, the 

capacity to manage the program needs to be expanded to keep pace. More positions and funding 

PololȊ Parking/Overlook Congestion of both vehicles and hikers on the 

highway leading to PololȊ trailhead 
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for operations would greatly improve the programôs ability to keep up with rapidly growing 

demand.  

 

The photos below were captured on Wiliwilinui Trail. This is one of many high use summit trails 

leading to the ridgetop of the Ko`olauôs that reward hikers with panoramic views of Oahu.  

 

Lack of program funding and limited staff capacity has not allowed the Department to address 

many deferred maintenance tasks resulting in some design and specification failures, as seen in 

the upper right photo, which become safety concerns. Na Ala Hele trails are increasingly 

stressed, and maintenance cannot keep pace with the growing demand due to inadequate funding. 

The lack of funding to provide needed, routine maintenance threatens public access and could 

endanger the public safety if funding does not keep pace with public visitation.  

 

2. PROGRAM SUMMARY  

 

The goal of the Na Ala Hele Program is to provide public outdoor recreation opportunities for 

hiking, biking, hunting, camping, equestrian and off-highway vehicle use, and trail use 

associated with natural resource management. In addition, the Na Ala Hele trails program is 

responsible for inventory and ownership documentation of historic trails and road alignments 

statewide. 

 

Trails and unpaved access roads are critical resource management and recreational features that 

serve a multitude of access functions:   

¶ Provide access for native flora, fauna, and watershed protection and management work; 

¶ Monitor and remove invasive plant and animal species; 

¶ Provide recreational opportunities, including hunting, hiking, biking, equestrian, and 

OHV activities; 

Figure 1 Figure 2 

Wiliwilinui functional stairs Deferred maintenance leading to design failure 
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¶ Control wildland fires; 

¶ Protect Hawaiian cultural, ancient, and historic trails; 

¶ Provide commercial trail opportunities to strengthen Hawaiiôs economy; and 

¶ Assist county search and rescue efforts. 

 

Na Ala Hele Core Activities: 

¶ Implement statewide recreational trail and access-road management and maintenance for 

public use; 

¶ Coordinate ancient and historic trail activities with DLNR divisions or other entities to 

protect ancient and cultural trail features; 

¶ Manage commercial trail tour activity; and 

¶ Assess and implement environmental risk assessments to improve public safety of 

program trails and access roads by identifying specific hazards and mitigating dangers 

through warning signs pursuant to Act 82, Session Laws of Hawaii (SLH) 2003. 

 

Na Ala Hele statewide staff spends most of its time maintaining program trails and access roads 

to ensure public safety and to protect trail and historical values. The management specifications 

are explained in the Trail Design Guidelines of the 1991 NAH Program Plan. Trail and road 

management consists of the following activities: 

 

¶ construction of access roads and trails; 

¶ trail or access road surface improvements, including grading trails to avoid water 

damage; 

¶ cutting back brush along trail and road corridors to meet standard specifications; 

¶ removing downed trees that disrupt trail use; 

¶ boardwalks may be installed in excessively boggy and sensitive environments; 

¶ herbicide application to control noxious, non-native plant species that spread rapidly 

along trail and access road corridors; 

¶ purchase, repair, and/or rental of vehicles, helicopters, chain saws, brush-cutters, 

herbicide, fuel, and other equipment, materials and supplies used to maintain trail/road 

features; and 

¶ provide informational signs for public safety and user information. 

 

A sustainable trail should have as little impact on the surrounding environment as possible; this 

is done with proper planning, design, construction and maintenance. Although some general 

principles of trail design guidelines have remained constant over the years, new methods of 

minimizing a trailôs impact on the environment have been developed. Applying these sustainable 

trail design principles minimizes water damage to trails and decreases maintenance. Many of 

Hawaiiôs trails were developed from informal routes, and not properly laid out and constructed. 

Applying sustainable trail design principles, existing trails can be upgraded to modern standards.  

 

The photographs below represent informal routes developed over time that have not received the 

application of trail design principles. Natural resource damage such as vegetation loss and soil 

erosion are the result, not to mention the elevated user safety risks. 
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Update of the original 1991 NAH Program Plan to incorporate these modern trail design 

guidelines will  provide the program with clearer direction on how to develop and maintain long-

term sustainable trails. Proper funding and staffing levels to assist with implementing these 

guidelines would significantly improve the statewide trail network. These trail guidelines, if 

implemented, would save staff time and funding on future maintenance, and would provide for a 

safer experience for trail users.  

Deep ruting in the trail tread is apparent from over-use and lack of maintenance 

This shows a user created alignment with too steep of a grade, 

resulting in tread failure 
Photo captures excessive vegetation and soil erosion 


